Nothing But The Best #16

“Our Great Heavenly Umpire”

Hebrews 5:1-6


Sports fans can name the players of their favorite teams, and many can also give their statistics. They may argue about who is the best at various positions, or who is the most valuable player overall. But one thing is certain: the most important player on the field or court at any one time is not always a player on either side, or even a coach.


It is the umpire or referee.


Their calls determine whether a pitch is a ball or strike, whether a hit is fair or foul, whether a runner is safe or out, or, as the Dallas Cowboys and their fans discovered last week, whether a catch is a catch or not. These game officials make dozens of calls every game, and most of the time they get it right. But every once in a while they will miss a call, and on even rarer occasions, that call can determine the outcome of the game.


Fans of the St. Louis Cardinals recall the name Don Denkinger, even though he never wore a Cardinal uniform. No, Denkinger was an umpire, a first base umpire to be exact, during the sixth game of the 1985 World Series. The Cardinals were three outs from winning the championship over their cross-state rivals, the Kansas City Royals. The first batter hit a bouncing ball to the first baseman, who flipped the ball to the pitcher covering the bag. Once again, the fielder beat the runner to the base, but Denkinger, whose view was momentarily obscured, called the runner safe. Replays indicated that the runner should have been called out, and an argument ensued on the field. The Cardinals argued briefly but as crew chief and believing he had made the correct call, Denkinger would not reverse it.
 That runner would eventually score the tying run and the Royals went on to win the game and the World Series.


By now you are probably thinking, “Why bring this up in a sermon? What does this have to do with the Bible?” Believe it or not, the word “umpire” does appear in the Bible…depending on the version you choose. Job says about God in Job 9:32-33, “He is not a man like me that I might answer him, that we might confront each other in court. If only there were someone to arbitrate between us, to lay his hand upon us both.” That’s how the niv renders it. I like The Living Bible’s paraphrase: “And I cannot defend myself, for you are no mere man as I am. If you were, then we could discuss it fairly, but there is no umpire between us, no middle man, no mediator to bring us together.” The Amplified Bible likewise uses the word “umpire” in this passage, and ends with the words, “would that there were!”


Job cried out for a mediator—an umpire, if you please—that could stand between God and man, able to relate to both. Truth be told, we all need an accurate umpire in the presence of God, one who is always right!
 We need one who doesn’t need instant replay in order to get it correct, or to have a faulty ruling overturned! Thankfully, we do, as Paul says in 1 Timothy 2:5, “There is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” Our text in the book of Hebrews expands on that thought.


Reading from Hebrews 5:1-10 (though we will only go through verse six tonight):

1 Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. 2 He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness. 3 This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people. 
4 No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was. 5 So Christ also did not take upon himself the glory of becoming a high priest. 5 But God said to him, “You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” 6 And he says in another place, “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.”

 7 During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. 8 Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered 9 and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him 10 and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek. 

Unless we have come from a Catholic background, the word “priest” may not hold much significance for us. As Gentiles we tend to yawn our way through passages like this, but for the original Jewish readers, this would have been very familiar.
 We have “pastors” or “preachers” or “ministers,” but most Protestant churches do not use the term “priest” to denote their spiritual leader. So what is meant by “priest” here? G. Campbell Morgan points out, “In the Old Testament the word rendered ‘priest’ always means one who mediates.”
 


A mediator is a third party that stands apart from the two parties involved, yet his or her duty is to bring the two sides together. He is to be objective and fair, not favoring either side more than the other. In the Bible, a priest was to act as a mediator between God and man—an umpire, if you will. The author of Hebrews portrays Jesus Christ as our Great High Priest or, to stick with our comparison, our Great Heavenly Umpire. And the book of Hebrews gives more detail on the priestly work of Christ than any other biblical writing.
 The fifth chapter introduces this subject, then the author takes a bit of an excursion through the end of chapter five into chapter six. In chapter seven, though, he returns to this subject in greater detail.


We have seen throughout this study how the author of Hebrews displays the ascendancy of Christ over all others. Early on Christ is shown as the Supreme Spokesman, greater than the Old Testament prophets and angels. Then we saw Christ as the Superior Savior, greater than Moses, who was considered by the Jews as “the great liberator.” Now the author presents Christ as the Superb Shepherd, greater than Joshua or Aaron, the first high priest of Israel. In this text Christ and Aaron are compared and contrasted, with Christ finally commended over Aaron in a way unlike anyone else.

The Comparison of Christ and Aaron


The chapter begins with a comparison of Christ and Aaron. The author presents both qualifications and functions that any high priest would have in verses one and two:

Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness.

The first essential qualification for a high priest is that he be “selected from among men,” meaning he has to be human. No angel or animal could be chosen for this position, for example. Only a man could relate to other men, even though he represented them “in matter related to God.” His function, in other words, was that of a mediator, not between man and man, but as man’s representative before God. This was the significance of the high priest’s entry into the Holy of Holies—the sanctuary filled with the glory of God’s presence—on the Day of Atonement.
 Here the high priest brought the blood of the sacrifice from man to God in order to atone for sins.


While the author uses the phrase, “every high priest” to open this passage, he focuses his attention on Aaron and his descendents in the Old Testament; he does not consider the contemporary Jewish priests of his time who fell far short of the ideal.
 The office of the high priest in the first century was filled by evil and politically ambitious men. Ananias and Caiaphas, for example, were a scandal and a disgrace. Their chief purpose was to uphold their own vested interests and their power.
 Perhaps the author is taking an indirect jab at those in his own day who did not meet the biblical standards God had established!


Because the high priest was a man representing men, he could “deal gently with them,” as the niv renders it, or “have compassion” as the kjv puts it. It is not easy to translate the Greek term metriopathein. This is not the word translated “sympathize” in Hebrews 4:15, sunpatheo, though it shares the similar root, pathos, meaning “suffer.” The Greek prefix sun means “with,” so that sunpatheo literally means “to suffer with,” or to “sympathize” in English. Metrio, however, carries the connotation of “measured.” Thus the compound word means literally, “to suffer according to a measured limit,” or to be moderate in judgment toward another’s errors.
 It refers to taking the middle course between apathy and anger. A true high priest is not indifferent to moral lapses; neither is he harsh.
 This is what parents need in dealing with their children, teachers with their students, and employers with new employees. It is what Paul calls, “bearing with one another’s burdens,” and the ability to restore a fallen brother gently. As Christians we all need this to some degree.

William Barclay comments,

It is a wonderful word. It means the ability to bear with people without getting irritated; it means the ability not to lose one’s temper with people when they are foolish and will not learn and do the same thing over and over again. It describes the attitude to others which does not issue in anger at their fault and which does not condone it, but which to the end of the day spends itself in a gentle yet powerful sympathy which by its very patience directs a man back to the right way. No man can ever deal with his fellow-men unless he has this strong and patient, God-given metriopatheia.


In order for a high priest to function for us, he must also feel for us.
 This explains why it was important for Jesus to come to earth as a man and to live as He did. Legally speaking, Jesus could have been born as a baby and shed His blood as a sacrifice for sins, perhaps when Herod killed the babies of Bethlehem. But no, Jesus was spared death at that time, so that He could experience life as we know it. I like how John MacArthur puts it,
Omniscience knows everything; perfect sympathy feels everything. Christ did not need to learn any information when He came to earth. He was omniscient, all-knowing. But He chose to participate in men’s feelings personally so that he could also be sympathetic, all-feeling. A true high priest had to be sympathetic with those to whom he ministered. A true high priest would be completely involved in the human situation, completely bound up in the bundle of life. He needed to live among men as a man, to feel with them in their highs and in their lows, so He could deal gently with them.

And so we can read in Hebrews 4:15, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” Jesus knows how we feel.

A second qualification for high priest is seen in verses four and five: “No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was. So Christ also did not take upon himself the glory of becoming a high priest.” Simply put, a priest was not self-appointed, but God-anointed.

No man could appoint himself as a priest, and those who tried suffered terrible consequences. In Numbers 16, Korah and his fellow rebels tried to make themselves priests, and God judged them with death. King Saul took it upon himself in 1 Samuel 13 to make the sacrifice only Samuel was eligible to make, and he lost his kingdom. When King Uzziah tried to enter the temple and burn incense, God struck him with leprosy, as 2 Chronicles 26 records.


Once again we may see the author’s opinion about the high priests of his own day. 

They were not descendants of Aaron, but had sought for themselves the high-priestly office and been elevated to it by political leaders such as Herod the Great. Such men, though approved by the state, were not approved by God. Their appointments were thus invalid, for their spirit was one of ambition and arrogance instead of humility.


After Korah and his allies challenged Aaron’s position as high priest, God had each of the twelve tribes present a staff with the tribal leader’s name inscribed on it. These were placed before the ark of the covenant overnight, and the next day, Aaron’s staff had budded, blossomed, and even produced almonds! (Numbers 17) This was the confirmation that Aaron was chosen by God to be the high priest. In the same way, when Jesus rose from the dead, He was confirmed as our Great High Priest.

The Contrast of Christ and Aaron


The author of Hebrews does not stop at comparing Christ with Aaron; he also contrasts the two. We read in verse three, “This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people.” A high priest must not only be human; he must also be holy. A high priest deals with a holy God, and he stands in the presence of that God representing those who, in them​selves, are defiled.
 Since, as a human, the priest is also defiled by sin, he is required to make sacrifices for himself before he can represent his people.
For the Day of Atonement it was prescribed that the high priest present a bull “for his own sin offering” (Leviticus 16:11). As he laid his hands on the head of the animal, he would say, “O God, I have committed iniquity and transgressed and sinned before you, I and my house and the children of Aaron, your holy people. O God, forgive, I pray, the iniquities and transgressions and sins which I have committed and transgressed and sinned before you, I and my house” (Mishnah Yoma 4:2). Only then was he able to minister on behalf of the people. In the matter of sin the priest must regard himself in exactly the same way he regards the people. His case is identical with theirs.
 As such the high priest could relate to the people he represented, for he knew how they felt.

This same could not be said about Christ, however, as Hebrews 4:15 clearly states that Jesus, while tempted in every way as we are, was without sin. Consequently He was under no necessity to offer sacrifice for Himself. (This is gone into greater detail later in Hebrews chapter seven.) That Christ did not share in our sinfulness does not in any degree invalidate this fellow feeling for us and with us in our weakness, though. The common ground He shared with us was that He was subject to temptation as we are. The difference between Him and us is that He consistently overcame temptation, whereas we are inevitably overcome by temptation. For him to have been our fellow in defeat would have been of no worth to us. The high priests from Aaron onward were sinners, in need of atonement no less than the people on whose behalf they ministered, hence the imperfection of that system with its constantly repeated sacrifices which could never take away sins and cleanse the conscience.
 

Philip Hughes adds, “What we, and they, needed was not a fellow loser but a winner; not one who shares our defeat but one who is able to lead us to victory; not a sinner but a savior.”
 Or, as mentioned earlier, we not only need an umpire, but we need an umpire who always gets it right! We could never have that in a high priest who was merely human, but in Christ we have so much more!


Another contrast between Christ and Aaron is seen in the word “forever.” Aaron was the high priest from the time of his ordination until his death, and at that time the office was passed on to his sons, who later passed it on to their sons. No Old Testament priest ministered forever because each priest died and relinquished the office to his successor. The word “forever” is an important one in this epistle. At least six times the writer affirms that Christ’s high priesthood is forever. And, since He is a Priest forever, He gives His people salvation forever.

The Commendation of Christ over Aaron


This leads us to the commendation of Christ over Aaron, outlined in verses 5-6, “But God said to him, ‘You are my Son; today I have become your Father.’ And he says in another place, ‘You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.’” Using two Old Testament texts considered messianic by the Jews in the first century, the author shows the superiority of Christ over Aaron.


The first quotation deals with Christ’s person; the second with His position. Verse five begins, “But God said to him, ‘You are my son, today I have become your Father.’” Jesus is no mere servant selected from among men; He is the Son. God never said these words to an earthly priest. Later in Hebrews we read that Jesus ministers in the heavenly sanctuary. Since He is no less than God the Son, He has unique rights in heaven.


How do we understand the phrase, “Today I have become your Father”? Was not God always the Father, and Jesus always the Son? If so, what does this mean? The answer to that question is in Acts 13:33–34, where the Apostle Paul quoted Psalm 2:7 and explained what it means. The phrase, “Today I have become your Father,” does not refer to the birth of Christ at Bethlehem, but to His resurrection from the dead. The Son of God was “begotten” into a glorious new life in His resurrection! He ascended to heaven in a glorified body to become our High Priest at the throne of grace.


Verse six quotes Psalm 110:4, “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” Melchizedek makes his appearance in Genesis 14:18 as the king of Salem (the early name for Jerusalem﻿﻿) and priest of God Most High.
 His name is mentioned in only two places in the entire Old Testament—Genesis 14 and Psalm 110. As we will see in Hebrews 7, his name means “King of Righteousness,” and he his title meant, “King of Peace.” (Salem is a form of the Hebrew word shalom.) But the fascinating thing about Melchizedek—and what the author of Hebrews will point out—is that he was both a priest and a king!


This would have held great significance for the Jewish people of the first century. Some of the rabbis taught that there would be two Messiahs—the king from the tribe of Judah, fulfilling the role of King David, and the priest from the tribe of Levi, fulfilling the role of Aaron. The author of Hebrews brings these concepts together in one verse. He shows that Jesus is confirmed as the Davidic king in Psalm 2:7 and commended as the Aaronic priest in Psalm 110:4. Christians acknowledge not two Messiahs, but one, and that one Messiah is both king and priest.﻿ ﻿ But if the Messiah of David’s line is high priest as well as king, he cannot be a “Messiah of Aaron”; Aaron belonged to the tribe of Levi, whereas David and his house belonged to the tribe of Judah, “a tribe of which Moses said nothing in connection with priests” (Hebrews 7:14).
 How can this be reconciled? By introducing the one figure in Scripture who was recognized as both priest and king, one who did not hail from either the tribe or Judah or Levi, who came before either of those patriarchs had even been born! This is Melchizedek, whom we will encounter in much more detail in Hebrews chapter seven.


To wrap things up tonight, we see Jesus Christ as our Great High Priest, one who, like Aaron, was a man like us, yet appointed by God to mediate between God and men. Jesus was greater than Aaron, though, in that He never sinned, hence never had to make sacrifices for His own sin, and thus never had to relinquish His priesthood at the time of His death. Thus He is given a greater title than Aaron—“a priest forever in the order of Melchizedek.”

What that means to us in practical terms is that we have in the presence of God a permanent priest, a great heavenly umpire who always gets it right. Because of that, we are always safe.
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